The differential retrocardiac air-fluid level: a sign of intrathoracic gastric volvulus.
A single retrocardiac air-fluid level on a chest radiograph typically implies the presence of a sliding hiatal hernia. A differential retrocardiac fluid level (two air-fluid interfaces at different heights) suggests not a simple sliding hiatal hernia but rather an intrathoracic gastric volvulus. Simultaneous fluid levels above and below the diaphragm are not required to make the diagnosis. We have seen four patients with chronic gastric volvulus confirmed by upper gastrointestinal barium examination. Each case was diagnosable on the basis of the chest radiographs obtained on admission, using the radiographic sign described above. We draw attention to this sign because chronic gastric volvulus has the potential to progress to acute volvulus and gastric ischemia or infarction.